Nowadays, the ubiquity of the digital technology and the transformation it brings both within the societies and economies around the globe has become a well-accepted fact. For business is no longer a matter of whether or not to incorporate technology in their daily activity, but a matter how to change their way of approaching, and doing when adapting to digital. The digital transformation has enabled the emergence of new business models, as well as many other changes when it comes to satisfying the customer's needs and expectations, by creating opportunities for value and sustainability. The present paper highlights all these aspects, emphasizing on how businesses can think about the digital transformation to achieve the highest benefits and create competitive advantage.
Introduction
The fast-developing pace of economy based on digital technology, or what we call today the digital economy, is starting to reshape the business environment, compelling companies to reconfigure their business models, their processes or their strategies in one way or the other. One important aspect is the business-university alliance (Dima AM., et al., 2017) . Understanding and optimizing the business processes in this new context has, therefore, become one of the main concerns of managers across all industries: in a technology driven economy, executives should be aware that digital technology can improve their businesses' performance, increasing productivity (Tapscott, 2015) while delivering better value to customers (Ganguly, 2015) .
Up until this point we tried to show that, indeed, the digital technologies become more and more relevant for the success of companies, and there are many studies and survey that support this fact (Bollard, Larrea, Singla, & Sood, 2018; Bughin, LaBerge, & Mellbye, 2017; McKinsey, 2013) , but now we want to focus our attention upon what kind of technologies and disruptive innovations shape our world. Nowadays, technological breakthroughs are around almost at every corner: instant communication, e-commerce, global platforms for sharing ideas and social interaction represent a comfortable reality. Due to the digitization process, the dynamics in many industries change, while new markets are proliferating, value chains are breaking up, and profit pools are shifting (Mckinsey, 2015) .
Digitization: the reshaping businesses
In the new economy, companies must rethink their internal organization and culture, and implicitly their business models, in order to gain a competitive advantage (Anderson & Irving Wladawsky -Berger, 2016; Brătianu, 2017) . However, any digital transformation is not a game of chance, as it requires serious commitment and in the same time bold, sometimes risky, decision-taking. Therefore, a key role in any kind of transformation is played by the senior executive, whose vision and leadership can make the difference between a successful story, or a failure (Meffert, 2017) .
Nevertheless, the pressure put on executives is increasingly high, due to the nature of technological advances nowadays. The dizzying pace of technological change and the frequent improvements in computing power has also led to the plummeting cost of advanced technologies, and this "means that the world around us is becoming ever more connected. In 2005, there were just 500 million devices connected to the Internet; today there are 8 billion. By 2030, it's estimated that there will be 1 trillion." (World Economic Forum, 2016, p. 6) . This shows us that the race for digital transformation is on. In the same report of the World Economic Forum (2016) the key elements that give digital companies an edge in this competitive global environment have been identified as follows: firstly, it is the culture of the company that enables companies to strive for new and leaner business models, then it is the strategy and the way of operating, enabling companies, once again, to aim for agile business processes, connected platforms, analytics and collaboration capabilities that enhance the productivity of the firm (ibidem, p. 9).
The dynamic and interconnected business environment, reshaped by technological changes, has just begun to impact companies, concerned also to social responsibility (Dima, Vasilache, 2013) . We will continue to see its effects in the years to come, as business models are being redefined, while competitive strategic decisions are being made. Companies should take a structured and systematic approach when investigating the technological advances, while carefully considering how the digital can enable better products / services, as well as innovative business models and platforms (Parmar, Mackenize, Cohn, & Gann, 2014) .
Methodology
Our study focuses provides a qualitative approach, focusing on a content analysis of periodical articles with global top executives. In this sense, we analyzed 10 interviews with CEOs (see Table 1 ) in several world-renowned business periodicals (Harvard Business Review, Mckinsey Quarterly, Forbes, Bloomberg Businessweek) . The grid analysis of the content analysis was structured on five dimensions, based upon Gill & VanBoskirk (2016, p. 3) and Anand & Barsoux (2017, p. 83), as follows:
1) Culture -the company's approach to digitally driven innovation, and how it empowers employees with digital technology; 2) Technology -a company's use and adoption of emerging technologies, by reconfiguring the operating model; 3) Agility -how aligned a company is to support a digital strategy, by reconfiguring business processes; 4) Customer focus -how well a company uses customer and business data to measure success and adapt strategy, by tailoring solutions to user problems and reconfiguring the customer experience; 5) 5) Sustainability -become greener and more socially responsible by reconfiguring resources. This study, therefore, focuses on identifying the main trends, enablers and blockers, of the digitization of companies, as perceived by top executives.
Findings: understanding trends of the digitization of businesses
Our analysis revealed the following five trends regarding the digitization of companies, as perceived by CEOs: 1) the balance between digital and human touch; 2) the mandatory digital transformation of businesses; 3) capturing value from the digital strategies; 4) the increasing importance of the customer journey in the digital age; 5) creating a sustainable future. We will present them furthermore.
The long and winding road: balance digital & the human touch
The first dimension -culture -revealed the fact that it is important for companies to understand the needs of the employees and invest in their well-being and growth. The CEO of Apple, Tim Cook, point out that: "When you care about people's happiness and productivity, you give them what brings out the best in them and their creativity. (…) I think this megatrend is true in every country in the world, not just the United States. It leverages things that we're great at as a company. I think there can be dramatic growth for us." (Cook, 2017) . In the same time, empowering employees is also crucial for companies, especially in the age where digital technologies are replacing many of the decision taking within companies. In this sense, Pablo Isla, CEO of Inditex, reveals that: "We make deliveries twice a week to every store. We use technology and algorithms that propose what garments to stock, but the store manager can change the order, because we want the store manager to feel like the owner of the product. It's a combination of technology and human touch." (Isla, 2017) .
Thus, in a digitized world, one should not lose sight of the fact that the human touch is mandatory for the success and productivity of the company. The satisfaction of employees is important for companies, all the while adapting to the new ways of working and the new capabilities of their employees. Alain Bejjani, CEO of Majid Al Futtaim Group, the leading developer and operator of shopping malls across the Middle East, Africa, and Central Asia, points out the importance of the workforce and attracting top talent, but in order to attract the best talents, a company needs first to: "instill an open and learning mind-set in our organization. We need to continuously reinforce ourselves as an organization where talented, ambitious people can thrive. This is very difficult to get right and to sustain." (Bejjani, 2017) . In the same vein, the top executive of Friesland Campina, Roelof Joosten, reveals that: "Talent management is critical." (Joosten, 2016) .
Companies can significantly benefit by implementing digital innovations as a response to the challenges that the company is facing. When discussing the what is the right strategic path, Virginia Rommetty, the CEO of IMB, states that "(…) the core businesses are not necessarily in growth markets. So we need to continually reinvent them. One example is our Global Business Services. We've been transitioning to digital, but it takes time, because it's a people business." (Rometty, 2017) Therefore, companies have to not only invest in digital technologies, such as big data analytics, of AI, but also value their employees. New technologies can lead to increased productivity, but then again so do happy & satisfied employees. This aspect increasingly becomes more important, as we are moving towards a Generation Y-heavy workforce.
The future is digital
Our second dimension, technology -reveals that companies do not really have a choice in the matter. "Change, transformation and adjustment have become the words of the day when it comes to businesses. I really believe the company has in its DNA the ability to change", says Virginia Rometty. And change is something all companies should consider as technology becomes an integral part of our lives. In this sense, the CEO of Majid Al Futtaim Group, highlights very interestingly the importance of technology: "Technology in our company was always perceived as an enabler yet was never fully integrated into everything we do. We've now established our School of Analytics & Technology, with a curriculum that spans everyone in the company -from CEOs to frontline workers. I believe we are one of the few companies globally to have invested in analytical and digital capability building to such an extent." (Bejjani, 2017) . Therefore, investing in digital capabilities and investing in digital technologies is a practice for many leading companies. The CEO of Twitter seems also very conscientious of the necessity of the digital technologies and their impact of the world, as Twitter is a social platform that enabled these kinds of transformations. Nevertheless, as he points out, it is important to continue to develop in this sense: "I think we can continue to augment reality in a very interesting way, in that it provides a conversation around anything that's happening in the world." (Dorsey, 2016) .
The use and adoption of technologies becomes a central part of the operating models of any companies. The CEO of Continental, Elmar Degenhart, is confident that the future will be shaped by the smart technologies, especially in the automotive industry, and in this sense, he is already preparing his company, by creating an entirely new ITS (Intelligent Transportation Systems) business unit: "ITS is a completely different business model and the ITS business unit has the freedom to do things differently than the rest of the organization." (Degenhart, 2016) . Technology pervades all industry sectors, and as the CEO of Majid Al Futtaim Group points out, technology is the currency of the future: "We see technology as the currency of the future. And we're working on establishing an online presence for our brands that will be as prominent as our offline presence, in particular, for our grocery retail business." (Bejjani, 2017) . And adapting to the challenges and trends will be critical for the success of any business.
Here, there and everywhere: capturing value from the digital strategy
Our third dimension, agility -how aligned a company is to support digital strategy, by reconfiguring business processes, revealed that although not all companies are yet ready to fully incorporate new technologies, their efforts do include this aspect. While planning, companies should take under consideration the opportunities the digitization process brings. In this vein, the CEO of the Continental company points out: "We believe our opportunities in the service sector are a purely software-related business, compared to our established business model, which is hardware-based." (Degenhart, 2016) . In the same vein, Bejjani states: "Our overarching strategic thrust is to continue to be fit for purpose. That means we need to transform ourselves from a largely brick-and-mortar business into a technologyfueled enterprise." (Bejjani, 2017) . We see here two main ideas that focus upon formulating a business strategy that incorporates new technologies, and the transformation of companies from traditional ones to technological ones.
A bit more reserved, but still following the same line of thought, Doug McMillon, the CEO of the biggest US retailer, Walmart, states: "E-commerce and going digital are definitely near the top of our list. (…) Our goal is to be able to serve our future customers. To do that, we need to build strong and capable e-commerce business, -but also to strengthen what we're doing in stores." (McMillon, 2017) . The strategy for Walmart does not only focus on developing e-commerce, but also focus on the customer's needs while strengthening their present strategy.
Having a clear focus is essential to any strategy building, may it be digital or not. Virginia Rometty (IBM) points this out: "First, you need to be clear about what you are transforming to. For us, it's all about data, and we have a very clear view of what our enterprise clients will need." (Rometty, 2017) . However, this having a clear vision as a leader, can also bring you to developing entirely new business models, that respond to today's needs. In this sense, Ian Siegel, ZipRecruiter's CEO, points out that artificial intelligence technologies have a great impact on the HR sector, as he points out that: "Computers are better at predicting and finding candidates you like than you are." (Siegel, 2017) .
In the struggle for efficient responses, adjustments and transformations to an increasingly digitized world, companies should take under consideration the impact and evolution of digitization in their industries as well as the impact it has upon their DOI: 10.2478/picbe-2019-0056, pp. 635-646, ISSN 2558-9652| Proceedings of the 13 th International Conference on Business Excellence 2019 productivity and performance. The huge pressure put upon the CEOs shoulders is to instill the right vision and formulate the right integrated strategy to keep up with the competition. A common denominator in the analyzed interviews is also the focus CEOs place upon responding to the present and future customer's needs.
Change is in the air: customers journeys become central
Our fourth dimension -customer focus -looked at how well a company uses customer and business data to measure success and adapt strategy, by tailoring solutions to user problems and reconfiguring the customer experience. This aspect is near the top of the CEOs concerns. From finding the right products and services that match the customer needs, to listening to the customer's voice and understanding them -all CEOs, in one way or the other, mentioned the importance of a customized experience for their clients.
On the other hand, customers are reshaping the business landscape, as their preferences shift towards a technology-embedded experience. Alain Bejjani states: "The most exciting global trend affecting all of our businesses is the shift in consumer focus from product to experience. (…) we have turned our malls into social hubs and true "retail-tainment" destinations." (Bejjani, 2017) .
Scholars also point out that that nowadays, along with digitization, customer preferences have changed "expecting that companies must provide best quality, green products, fast, at lowest price, with best service, and ensuring social responsibility -to name a few (Tapscott, 2015, p. 19) . In this sense, companies try to do their best to meet their requirements. Let's take the example of Apple, their focus is to provide an entirely different, integrated experience for the consumer: "Our thing is to be the best and to give the user something that really makes a difference in their lives." (Cook, 2017) Therefore, not only companies change, but also the customers. As Castells (2010) reveals, because of the technological changes occurring nowadays, we have entered a pattern of social interaction and social organization that is purely cultural. "This is why information is the key ingredient of our social organization and why flows of messages and images between networks constitute the basic thread of our social structure." (Castelles, 2010, p. 506) . The CEO of Continental, Hikmet Ersek, in respect with the customer voice and the interconnected world in which we live, frames it firmly: "Many people say the voice of the CEO is very powerful. I don't think so. The voice of the customer has more power." (Degenhart, 2016) .
Creating a sustainable future
Our fifth dimension -sustainability -focused on the company's efforts to become greener and more socially responsible by reconfiguring resources. Customers are more connected than ever before, in the same time they are more aware of the business practices of big companies and their impact on the environment. And just as Tapscott (2015) points out success in the new digital economy is dependent upon the social model for innovation, interdependence, sustainability and integrity. In this sense, leading companies have understood the trend and concentrate their efforts on this area.
In this sense, Friesland Campina mission is to promote as sustainable business by reconfiguring their resources. Their top executive highlights that the company is focused on sustainability, "which is one of our most important areas of focus." (Joosten, 2016) . In the same time, other companies, from different business sectors, have a similar approach, for example Pablo Isla, the CEO of Inditex, states: "We have public commitment that all of our stores will be eco-efficient in the year 2020. That means they will use 40% less water and 20% less energy and that all materials will be environmentally certified. Today 70% of our stores meet that standard." (Isla, 2017) .
The digital economy brings forth new business processes, and operating models that are lean, green and sustainable. While focusing on greener operating models, companies aim at creating a stellar reputation. Nevertheless, most companies take under consideration that by creating a sustainable business they can also create substantial value. In this case, companies can adopt new operating models. For example, Hikmet Ersek (CEO of Continental) reveals that they are developing a system, similar to the SixSigma, called the WU Way: "a kind of lean-management process-optimization environment, a disciplined approach based on the voice of the customer that can help this multicultural organization increase the discipline it needs." (Ersek, 2018) .
Our study indicates that there are a number of things that the top executives have on their mind when it comes to the digitization process. Firstly, it is highly important to acknowledge the importance of the digital technologies and their impact on performance and productivity, but it is equally important to keep sight of the human component. Another significant aspect to keep in mind is the increased customer empowerment in an increasingly digital world through social networks, communities and other new available technologies. Hence companies should identify the evolving needs and expectation of their customers and tailor their products and services accordingly. Setting clear goals, and making use of available data and technologies is mandatory in the digital world. Innovating the business model, the services or products a business has to offer should not be taken lightly, nor hastily. Therefore, while keeping up with the latest trends and technology may be cool, the number one aspect to take under consideration is to have a clear vision of who you are as a company and what you want to transform into. Only then, can a company really make a difference and make an impact upon people's lives.
Conclusions and recommendations
The pace of technology change will probably accelerate in the years to come, and its impact upon the business environment will deepen. Hence, companies must evolve form a traditional model, to a digital technology-driven one, and just like in the case of all evolutionary process the survival of the fittest will mean that some companies will be able to unlock the benefits of the digital technologies, while other companies will fail. Dealing with disruption may bring major challenges, and as Bughin, Chui, & Manyikav (2010) point out that "organizations should incorporate an understanding of the trends into their strategic thinking to help identify new market opportunities, invent new ways of doing business, and compete with an ever-growing number of innovative rivals". Digitization has an impact throughout all of the company -from the workflows, to the business processes and operations. In this sense, technology is a catalyst for business transformation. Unfortunately for companies and their top executives there is no clear recipe for success, but rather a trial and error learning process. The recommendations in this aspect, have been highlighted in the analyzed interviews and literature review: firstly, while digital transformation is on all the agendas of the top companies, it is the CEO the one who points the direction and the pace of the transformation. Having a clear vision and setting achievable goals is critical in this aspect. Secondly, the digital transformation reframes everything about how products are made, sold, delivered, and it makes it mandatory for companies to rethink how they execute, what new business processes, operations or models they bring forward. Never losing sight of the human aspect of the business is critical in this respect. Thirdly, the digital transformation also led to customers becoming an important link of the company's ecosystem, and, therefore, delivering individualized experiences and making a difference through the products and services a company has to offer is essential. Finally, companies should also take into account that customer demands nowadays also include developing a business for the future, this means that companies should take into consideration the creation of sustainable capabilities while embarking in the digital transformation.
